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ABSTRACT
/

i The mental health/education outreach training model
to prevent special education teacher career attrition is based on the
assumption that if one member of a relational system has a problem,
then the entire system b 3 a problem. High special sducation teacher
attrition rates ars conti.asted with lover estimates for the teaching
profagsion as a whole. The unrecognized special sducution teacher
relational issues which are similar to the dysfunctions found in
fanily intervactions can also te viewed as concepts fundamental to
change. These include: (1) fusion; (2) triangulation; (3) problem
ownership; (4) defensive response style; and (5) the maintenansce of
expectations for parents and children at soae lavel other than zero.
The outreach training model content and specific strategies discussed
in this paper focus on » choice "intervention” based on the premise
that a perception of "no choice” in changing self-perceptions and
behaviors on the part of teachers interacting with children and
parents breads poor mental health. The model focuses on preventing
the intimidatiod and resentment that are precursors of this poor
mental health resulting it the well publicized special education
teacher career attrition. There needs to be a therapeutic line of
support for taachers to help thewm learan to approach children and
parents with systematic healthy objectivity during the inevitable
problem times and rough spots which occur while teaching. Enhancing
educational training through aam outreach model is ons way to ensure
such support. {Author/CL)
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NBBTR&C,*

The mental health/educationkou&&each treining model to prevent
specigg education teacher career attrition ia'ﬁaeedtnxthi assumptian
that if ‘one member of a relational syatem has a problem, then
the entire gystem has a problem. If special educgtors are troubled
enoujth to "leave their profession at the cutren£ alarmingly algh
rate, -then ayétems in which they exist.must alaokﬁe in trouble,
Annual turnover crates for special education teachers have been
egtimated to be w3 high as between 30 to 50% with several states
reportinq a1mast complete turnover occurring every three years
(NRP, 1979). An !daho study (Schrag, 1978) indicated tha during

L]
the period 1968 to 1976 on the average of 46% of the entire

special education teaching force left tnat state after only

Iy L N )
two ‘years of teaching. These flgures are contrasted with the

‘Natlonal Eduggtidn Association estimates that for the academic

yeat 1977-78, teacher attrition rates for all teaching positions
was approximately 5.9% of the teachers employed during that
schoal year (NBA, 1979). The unrecognized special education
teacher relational issues which are similar to the dysfunctions
found }n family interactions can also be viewed as concepts
fundamental to change, Theac include:r (1) fusion; {2) triangulation;
(3) problem. ownership; (4) defensive responke style; and (5)
the maint nancekef expec£ations for parents and children at
some 1evel>$gper than zero. Th§ ahtreach training model content
and gpecific strategies discussed‘in this paper focus on a cholice

‘inte:\nntion‘ baged on the pr emise that a perception of “"no

LhOlCQ in uhanging gelf perceptions and behavioxs on the part




o of teachers interacting with children and parentg breads éoor

mental health. The model focuses on preventing the intimidation
and resentment that are precursors of this poor mental health
resulting in all too wel) publicized specialfeducation teachar
career attrition. There needs to be a therapeutic line of support
for teachers to help them learn to approach cgild:en and parents
with systematic healthy objectivity during th§ inevitable problen
times and rough spots\which occur while éea?hing. Enha&clng

educational training through an outreach ?mdel is one way to

. !
ensure such support, ; C
. 4
N F
! .
| \
L
i
!
' ;
;
;
i :
3 B
t .
' ?
. {
"R
. Yot
i
i
t s
N

B
&
=2
«
¥
'
N




o o

i
BURNQUT AND TRE SPECIAL BDUCARION TEACHER
. GAREEBR ATTRITION DILEWMA

-~

[

The wental heaith/educgti;n outreaqh training model to
prevent special education téﬁcher career attrition is based
on the assumption that {f one menber of‘a telational system
has a‘problem, then the entire system has a problem, If gpecial
educators are troubled enough to leave their pro{ession at the
current alarmingly high rate, then systems in which they exist
must alse be in trouble. Annual turnover ru;es for special
education teachers have been estimated to be as high as between
30 to S0% with agveral atates reporting almost complete turnover
occurring every three years (NRP, 197%). An Idaho study (Schrag,
19787 indicated that during the period 1968 ¢ on the average
of 46% of the entire aspecial education teaching fdrce left that
state after only two years of t\eachi‘ng. - Thesge figq 8 are c;ntrasted
with the National Zducation Association estimates that for the
academic year 1977~78, teacher Attrition rates for : teaching
poeitions was approximately 5.9% of the teachers employed during
that gchool year (&Ea, 19?9}; The loss of productivity, progranm
atability and quality of aervices céeatad‘within an organization
by excesaive tu:nover according to Hayes {(1980) is a serious
and coztly problem which requires exaessive rtcruiting. hiring,
and assigning of new employees, Other factors include the potential
loss of morale for remaining ggployees as well as reduction

in the guality of treatment programs deli;;red\to the handicapped

Al
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child., It has been suggested- that one of the mnajor underlying

causes of special education teacher career attrition is burnout.

THE APPLICATION OP RRLATIONAL.CR iNTERACTIOEAL TREORY TO SPECIAL
EDOCATORS, CHILDREN AND PARRNTS

However, burnout occurs too frequently to represent eigmples
of individual, isolated special education teacher pathology.
The notion of burnout is, in the main, rathér more llkely t&
be symptomatic than causative per se. The underlying suspected
source of system rather than individual dysfunction which most
likely contributes to thias phenomena may also not be the most
abviocus, that is, educational systems in general. According

‘io Preudenberger (1975), stress is felt because special educators
are typically trained to be child focused, ifianding\to individual ®
needs and differences, and as a result, when children do not
readily respond and learn in a manner shlch is congruent with

the notion of the qood or excellent teacher they perceive themselves

to be, they may becone disap;ointed. frustrated, and anggidng\

thenselves, thelr students, and parents. The uncecognized spécial
education teacher career attrition lssues are interactional
and relational and in many ways are similar to the dysfunctions
obgerved in family systema {Barragan, 1976), 'Purthernore, special
education teachers under stressful circumstances may situationally
become "pir -+t like™ in their frustzalicn vwhen things do not
go the way they are expected to in de&ling with children and
their parents. It is interesting to note that the face validity

for this assumption has always been avallable to us. All that
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is neeued is8 to pay attention to teachers talking about how
difficult it is for even the most competent among them ‘to teach
thelir own children. Ngéﬁ teachers report that it is difffcult
for them to not get emotional and many teachers report that
they just plain “lose it" even though they are trying not to
get frustrated and angry at their child during home instruction.
Tt geems that the common denominator of teacher/child/parent
dysfunction is that no one quite seems to know how to extricate
them;elvea from the problems at hand. The most obvious deficlency
seems to be that while paredta and teachers may be trained in
parenting skills per se, it ls less likely that they would have
received training and be skilled in systemic relational interac-

tions, This tralnlng and skill deficiency, and the difficulties

of teaching and parenting a child with special needa concributes

to child~focuses and problem oriented teaching and parenting

behaviors which may hérve to keep a child dependent and membhers
of the r%lational system, teachers, children and parents, dyafunc-
tional, (Parker & Cooper, 1982). While not causative s%t se,
teacher dyesfunction in these interactional areas may support
symptoms in cRildren and their parents which contribute to the
special educat~t'g feeliqgs of ftustr&tfg%, poor mental health,

4

and buraout,

-

The unrecognized speclal education teacher -relational issues-
vhich atre similar to the dysfunctions found in family interactione
can also be viewed as concepts fundamental to change. These

include:r {1) fuslon; {2) triangulation; (3) problem ownership;
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(é) defensive reasponse style; and (5) the maintenance of expectations
for parents and children at some level other than zeté* The
outreach training model content and specific strateglies discumsed
in this paper focus on a choice ‘1ntervent$6n' ased on the
premige that a perception of "no choice® in changing self perceptions
and behaviors on the part of teachers interacting with cnildren
and pacenté breeds poor mental health, The model focuses on
creventing the intimidation and resentment that are precursors
of this poor mental health resulting in all too well publicized
special education tsacher career attiition. There needs to
te a therapeutic line of support for teachers to help them learn
to approach children and parents with systematic healthy objectivity
during the {nevitable pcroblem times and rough spots which occur
while teaching. Enhancing eéucational ttaining through an outreach
nudel is one way to ensure such support. |
STRATEGIES POR CHANGE AND INDIVIDUAL PROTECTION FROM BURNOUT
Qur primary goal as human beings who‘also happen to be
special educators is to take care of gureelveé. 1t ge have
anything left over, we may elect to give this surplus “"okayness®
t; others. We take care of ourselves thtough wellness lifeatyles
(Ryan & Travias, 198l1), and by understanding the dynamice of
wuman systeme theories and bhooaing to apply these concepté
so fundanental to wellbeing and change. Rach of the identified
sy#temic funct{fﬂbl concerns mentioned, fusion, triangulation,
problens ownarship, defensive reapansive style and expectations

maintained for chlildren and parents at some level other than
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zerv suygest speclfic strateyles developed for outreach training
mode]l participant “choices®™ for change, Without thesge protective
lifestyles, knowledge and understandings, we may nut have any
okayness left aver to glve to our profegsional activities and
burnout may result,

Fusion

According to Pogarty (19376}, all petrsons seek closeness
and this is one of the most baslic assunptions 9f systemy theory.
However, with closenessa comes iﬁeteased levels of astress, emotion-
1l1ty, and expectations. Individuals may find it Jdifficult
tuo be close while malataining healthy space. Moreover, the
ener3y behind fusion, the hope of meeting one's needs by uniting
with or vicarliously living thtough anothe} may result in heightened
personal dissatisfaction. Pusion results in blending and an
inappropriate out of balance sense of what we owe ourselves
and what we owe others, As one outreach training model participant
wrote {n her self treatment plan, *I do feel so responsible
for the lives of my kids in my class and their fémilies gpat

I felt ! wasn't coping with my own life, T am irritable, think

only of achool problems, wake up with nijhtmazea, am tense, .

and have dread feelinge. My own personal life feels almost
non~existeht. I‘feel like I can't handle it much longer as
2 teacher and I need to escape the rut I've got myself into."

In order to reduce the tensic: created by fuston, outreach
training model participants are instructed in the "choices®

of professional boundaries, healthy objectivity, individuation,

A3
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and distancing through utt;tegies which help them to bteak the
tules that are maintalining fusion and the stregs rhat results
from this dysfunctional closeness,

In the view of Shaw er al (1973), the specific factors
cieating stress for special educators include: (l) writing IEP's
due process paperwork; (2) dealing with parents regarding placement
decisions and parent conferences; (3) job related work after
hoursa; (4) relaied activities such as duty perlods and faculty
meetings; (5) pupll load; (6! ,diagnosis and 3ssessment; and
{7) dealing with other teachers.

Tt 18 not surtprising that Jacumeﬁtlng the child's problem
throygh the [BP process and dealiny with parents are considered
the number “ne and two facrors éreating atress for gpecial educators,
considering how cohfused and blended the roles of teachers,
pratents and children in special education have becone., In many
ways, speclal education teachera are made to believe that (€
they are not all things to all people, then they are not doing
a jood job as teachers, In order to help special wvducators
break this rule and .choose healthy professional boundaries, -
the following quidelines are presented ducing outreach training
segalons., Through a combination of didactic instruction, catharisls |
intetvlewihg. large and small group diScuaaion, and writing
self treatment plana, sgpecial education teachers begin to choose
to 1 (1) not parent their students, even those who come frowm
h0m§s who have parents judged by the teacher as Deing inadequate;

{2} only teach during school hours, which wmeans that at home

»

o | | 10
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teachers should parent and not teach: {3) rake and xeep appolat-
rent-only Interviews with parents, lscouraying drop-in visits;
(4} avold playing "ain't {tv awful® with parents and others,
Larticularly on toples which are personal, jnussipy, ot otherwise
not r@eiated to teachiny and learning and; (%) give fewer, more
meaningful homework assignments and tests, including those which
can he self corrected during class time 80 that time away from
the clasasroom can be spent engaging in non-teachinj related
activiries which facilitate the reduction of stresa,
Triangulation

Anwe ( 197%; bLelleves that when the tension in & two-person
vysler becomes overloaded, then a dysfunctisnal three-person
triangle |is {a:;ed. Tgually at the center of this tciangle
in farily and school disputes 1s the child wvho 1s producing
same penhavior that s of <oncerrn o eithet\& teacher or his
parents, However, in triangulation, the communication (s routed
inappropriately through the wrony person.‘creat!ng frustration,
anyry feelings and stress. The comments of a mental health
education outreach training model participant typifies the angr;
feelinys aad strese created by triangulation., ®"Ricky's mom
frustrates me. On an average of twice a week she sends a note
tn dchool such as "You forgot to seQd‘Ricky's notepook home,
i-lease send tonight,® or Tuesday's note might read, *Send Mongay's
parent ‘etter home today‘f Thia implies to me that she is saying

*Nt on the ball ladyi® To me, the forgotten thinga aren't

roo tertible, I feel like I am heing challenged., How do I

11
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hanile this? So far 1 ha;ﬂh’t. Maybe now ! need L, have a

vonference together, 3&( our vxpeuta!i~nﬂ »1t in the ajr., 1

feel like I have maay'xmpoztant thlnqa te do with the chlldren

all
what! We are busy at school.® Ou*reach training model yartifipantﬁ
are instructed in problem snliving stratejles and functjnnal
interactions utilized to develop and malntain heaithy "twosomes®,
af significant importance during thie pnase @{‘thQ mental health
tralning prograz is heliping teachers to recognize triangulatiop
and the 3&:&56 that <an result when a third peIRLN iB daed to
judge, salve or srbitrate a diapute ’?'xm#:. 1982} In the afore-
zenticned example, tng teacher-parent confgrence was utiiized
n2 help Ricky's mother communicate dlreculy wiih Bicky tegjarding
yetting his nateb5§k hone ae well as getting giassnaﬁea home .

Y

wich the help of RIcky's teacher, Ricky'and niy nother san becone

~a healthy twosone attempting to achieve the desired repultn

without making the teache? responsitlie for Ricky's behavior,

:paz$iculagly since these are behavicrs which Ricky is capable

of pibducfﬁg on his own. As expxessed;in the example, triangulation

can have the effect of robbing Rickykof important opportunities

to be tresponaible for his own behivIOt, triangulation albo sets

the teacher up for failare because only Ricky can really be

3

responaibie for his own bebavior. I+ is the teacher's role

.t

in this case to say to Ricky 8 pirent when she says thut hc

‘fo:got hia notebodk, ®That ‘sounde 1ike nonathlng you night vant

ta ahare with Rioky." These healthy twosones and professional
7 .

“;‘ 8

day.and {f T forget to send a parent jetter on Honday, 30

K
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houndaries help teachers and parents to reduce stiess by not
jetting triangulated,

~

Foenlew Ownetahip

Along with fusion and triangulation, clarifying problen

“wnership may also work as an anti-burnout tool whigh minimizes

anxiety and stress between teachersa, parents and children.

- \ - N -
The most basic rule of thumk necessary for choosing -not to own

nthers"btoblaua which is Bhared with outreach;trainihg model

""icipiﬂts ia the notion tha* the only change one can make

L8 :vﬁhange iﬂ se;f and that teachers should not even try to
change pa:en;s‘;thai 300 woula be up to the parents. Hrltten
camrents made b; cﬂérn~~\ *\;{.;;3 ;;;f ﬁ.i\‘u;pants lndicato
that in many vays, ptoblon ownetrship is conttibutlug to ovexall
ﬁ*«meﬁ stress. Por example; one participant wtoto, . I have
Joncerns with helping parents improve their overall patenting

sk i118" and another wrote, ® I have cogcetnsfwith-narital family

tension and b&eakup over having a handicapped child."" While

these may be\tehl concerns, outrehch training nédol'partlcipoﬁbi
are inatructed in the basics of aysteaa limited teaponslbility
(Beavers, 1983). This linitcd roaponuibillty may be necessaty
because as in the oxanp1¢s>givon, thoro“in s liktlihoodvthnt
wvith the signi!icant prcnon;ing dit!icultlt-. porion. nuy already
be confused as to where one's owa :nponuibultlu boq;n‘ and
end and another's begins and ends. Despite the seemingly ovorvhaln-

ing nature of the parent and child’u\ptobltnd.‘outroach%ttaining

-
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moiel partiuipants are instructed in notions. whxch 1n lude;

(1) not using right/wrong. fault or blame when thete is emctional
upheaval occurring in a family system; (2) neve; xpae&n with

feeliings, particularly st?ohg emot ional feelinga:cbncerning

a child's handicap or marital discord. FPor example, it is Suggested4

to sutreach txaining participants that rather than trying to:

rash in with explanations and answers for these types of significant
problems which often is the temptation,alth helpini professionals®

techniques which maintain boundaries and allow famifies—aa well

as¢ vchildren to define themselves by their own struggles héed

to be utilized. Simple phrases which teachers can use nuch
an "Say more about that,®" or ®"Reallyl® tend to keep problems

cwnership in check; and {3} pecause each svstem reality intera.ts

with others, 1t is not necessary to definc ones system level

10 -

as the only aignificant one. This will allow teachets to maintain *

the envi tonment that they do control, the classroom, a3 a potentially
]

pzoaﬂ“*‘Ve one even for a child with significant phvaical learming

or emotional handicaps even though he is from a dysfunctional,

dzsheartening family.b Significant stress and burnout can result

wheh teachers own the problems of not only their own classroom

but the dysfunction of the child's family as woll.
Defensivu Rtsponao Style

‘Because teennqs and nottonu may run high, teachen are

often spokcn to by pauntn in a mntt that contrihutn ugnincmtly‘

to sttess, t:natretion. and angty tnnnga.~ Ono outrcach traintng‘“ .

model particip&nt vrott. *In ny exporlonce. 1 was vcrbally attackod.

»
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threatened, and told‘I*wgs stupid by akparent. [and that] 1
wa:z not teaching her chilgd.® whht‘to do with these feelings
is a slgnif!*&nt problem“for teachers and contr}butea gre&t;y
tc burnout aﬁé the anxiety related to~oare$t confefeﬁcing and
interaction, The basle aesumption of the outreach training
‘model is that defensive response takes cwnership. That 1is,
when the teacher responds tothe heat of the moment and attenptl‘
to provide a defenae, the teachet has bonght the pzoblem. kThe
best rule of thumb is to ‘not defend oneself vis a vis the accuza-
tions and the 1nt§nsity‘ot fhe emotion, or to try to reason
with thesge emotiona, but rath ’ use a reflectivo empathetic
stylt techniques which can keeo :eachers from getting hooked
aotionali§ and help them stay with the parents' agenda thus

‘1naur1ng the higheat chance that conmunicatibn will remain open,
Empathy presupposes an awareness of relational boundariées and
zepresents and example of healthy investment, also the ability
to suspend personal agendas. Specifically, empathy techniquea,
according to Parker (1953), are utilized to: (1) galn wmore tihc
to think Ind work with one's own feelings; {2) holp othern hoar
‘how they \pundx {3) check to seé if yon heard correctlyy (4)
ouy more time when you don't know what to say; (3) remain silent ;
when you don't want to answer or Of}Qt advice to guestions;
{(6) summarize what a patont has said; (7) change the locus of
responoibility: (8) invite additiam-l’fnt’mntion vithout influencing
the diroction of the conversation and; (9) btlp tho patont focus

on the content rather than the emotion of what they said. Statements
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.such as "Reports cards and grading are an important igsue® and,
"Tt sounds like you would lﬁke to be Kept more informed about
homework assignments,® represent a reflective QmpathatiCiteacher

*choice® to becoming defensive when these' are topics of upset.

In essence, rather than being defenaiva, outteach training model

par ticipanta are. ’helped to reduce anxiety and stress by underetandlng\ o

the paradoxical notion that you get control by giving up" “°ntrcix\” .

{n emotionally Vharged situations.

Tha Maintenance of Bxpectations fO( “arentsg and Children at

‘  Some lLevel Other Than Zero

Perhaps the most difficult as w il as the most controversial

~f all "cholces® to make iz the one which requires teachers

to give up formulating expectations for children and parents. Out=—

reach train;ng model pa:élsipants§are confrgnted with the realiza-
tion thag any expectations for a child or his parents will by
iﬂe‘iwition he tnavhigh oy tuo low, ‘?xpec:ationa for the moat
part meet the needs of the person who establishes the expectation
and not in the casé of‘teachern. the child, or thg parenta.
Because we. can change oureelves;;we may‘have expentitlona for
ourselves, Bovevéz, the most appropriate levels of expectatloné
for others, including children and parents, would be at or around

the zero level, N In\this regard, teachers will consistently

be plaaaed and autiriamd at what children can acconplie» and

 can be truly happy for the acconpliahnenta they have nade !or

themselves aa LQ&QthE without the resentment of missed cxpecta-
tions. Hhilo controvorai&l, this notion can go a long way in

reducing a}ecial oducatlon teacher stress, stress vhich zelultu

AN
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in part from the fact that 8§§§§§E;E§u$&ﬁtﬁg particularly severely
] 4
handicapped children: do nobt typlealily provide teachsrg with
kY ¥ )

the obvious satjsfactlons of gﬁodlbehaviorr affection, and rapid

. .. . N ’f’\‘_\ )
leartning which make teaching lokediately rewarding {?Gaﬁ&?§ N &f

' |

SUMMARY

In our rush o implement apeclial education programas, we
h&gé fgrﬁaﬁteﬂ te pravide taachers‘with the tnvls‘they need
to be objective in thelr relationships with parents and children.
?aais which work to prevent career @tﬁritinng Insf@ga, many
teachers feel obllgated to assume as problem ownership role
which works to the detriment of themselves as well as children
and parents. épeciai education teadhers are iatting us know
that this gystem is not working, by leaving their profession
and also, hopefully ag an alternative effort, aakimg\§§p~helg
in building effective relationships with the parents of children
with developmental disablliities and handicapping conditions,
as well aa the chilﬂr?g themselves, reiationahipa which allow
teachers, parents and children to identify and use their*ﬁpdividual
rights and opportunities to grow, We need to facilitate teachers®
undergtandings a§ how to help parents w}thant‘feeling that they
must attempt to solve and be résp@nsiblsﬁfﬂr family and personal
problems. A child's failure to progress developmentally ofteé
stems frax’and is affected by tﬁé %amily and personal problenms
axperienced by children as they interaﬁ% with achools and teachers,

Teachers themselves in an effort to be good teachers may become
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emotionally charged and aolution arientpd. Tcachors need tgo
know what limitations té place on their own involvement and

maintain their own néntal\health, parti:ulaiiy 1mportant in

view of the high pate of job attrition in special ‘education

i
as a profession. The systems thfnking\utélized in thédoutre§ch
triining model is. of course only one uay‘togapptoacﬁ human {nter-
action. However, its strength lieaviiihin the recognition
that people‘yant«to‘yhaa§e and that they want to define themselves
and that théy prefer~thése to resentment, stress, poor mental

health, and burnout,
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